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"Hauptmann, the author of Die Weber!" the Colonel cried in surprise. "Oh, I read his works in school—great man, very good poet and humanist! But old, no doubt—very old ... I thought he was already—a classic writer . . ."
That was his polite circumlocution for the word "dead."
I pointed out to the Commandant that Gerhart Hauptmann was sick and defenseless. "He doesn't even have a telephone that works."
The colonel talked to his officers a while. Then he said, indicating the major, "Comrade Kalashnikov will take care of the matter . . ."
As a matter of fact, I visited Wiesenstein the very next morning. And Paul was using the telephone. He told me about the first Russian visitor to Gerhart Hauptmann.
"Up the garden path—it was in the afternoon—comes a Russki in uniform—an awfully young fellow with a milk-white face and a spick and span uniform. He rings the bell and asks quietly if he may visit the poet—just for a minute ..."
Sitting in his green leather chair and nodding majestically, the old man received the lieutenant. He made a deep bow and remained standing at the door.
"Oh, you are sick, old gentleman!" he cried. "I not disturb you . . ." Hauptmann, with the unerring instinct of the fisher of men, detected genuine sympathy in his words.
"Come in, my dear lieutenant."
He accompanied his words with a gesture of invitation. The lieutenant tiptoed closer to the old man. Paul pushed out a chair for him. The Russian sat on it timidly and was silent.
"You are the representative of a powerful people who have accomplished great things in the realm of the spirit," Hauptmann began softly. "I refer to the enigmatic mission and the martyrdom for mankind of a Tolstoy or a Gorki."
The velvety brown eyes of the young man were filled with astonished awe and respect. Finally he exhaled and said, "How good you know our classical writers!"
Then he began to speak of his love for Hauptmann's works, still a bit intimidated. Now it was the old man's turn to be astonished.
"What you have made there, great old man—the Hanneles Him-melfahrt. I can forget that never . . ."
And he began to recite in Russian the verses of the angel at the death bed of the tormented child.
The old man was touched and thanked him. Then he drank Cognac with his guest, who suddenly pulled a photograph of Hauptmann out of his pocket.